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voices trace the identity crisis to the
Desmond Ford affair in the 1980s—
another rebuff to righteousness by
faith alone, it is said. (A few Adventists, to the contrary, would contemporize the crisis, dating its inception to the yearly meetings
with evangelicals.)
Is there, indeed, an
identity crisis? If
so, can it be traced
to the influence
of evangelicals?
Or could it be
that it is evangelicals who are suffering an identity
crisis over the same
issues that they would
criticize in Adventism?

Oslo, Norway. And so it goes. For
three days, they join other Adventist
lecturers and some 1,500 evangelical
scholars in presenting and listening
to topics ranging from the arcane to
the yawner.
The Toronto convention marks the sev
enth year Adventist
theologians have
met with colleagues from
the evangelical
world. Several
ATS members
serve on evangelical com m ittees. One, P. David
Merling, curator of
the Horn Museum at
Andrews University, is
president of the evangelicals Near
Eastern Archaeological Society. Also
on the committee: Adventist Randy
Younker.
Given this congenial relationship,
Adventists can hardly ignore evangelical voices that suggest their church is
undergoing an identity crisis. According to evangelical author Kenneth R. Samples, it began in the 1950s
with a “doctrinal controversy” having
roots in Adventist interaction with
evangelicals.1 Samples refers to the
liaison of several Adventist leaders
with Walter Martin, author of The
Truth About Seventh-day Adventism,
and Donald Grey Barnhouse, editor
of Eternity magazine. More recent

The Way to Righteousness
Seventh-day Adventists believed
and preached righteousness by faith
long before their “interaction” with
evangelicals in the 1950s. However,
early on, put on the defensive by
adversaries attacking their distinctive
beliefs—the Sabbath, state of the
dead, non-immortality of the soul,
and a hell that will burn out—they
crowded out the gospel while defending their positions. In an 1895 testimony to ministers, Ellen G. White
charged that many within the church
had lost sight of Jesus. It was not
works, but the message of righteousness by faith given to the world, she
said, that would result in the out-
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pouring of the Holy Spirit.2
Many other Adventist voices
have, through the years, called for a
greater emphasis on righteousness
by faith. Long treasured in Adventist
libraries is the 1929 book Christ Our
Righteousness, by then General Conference President Arthur G. Daniells.
A sample:
“It is the gospel that reveals__ the
way that righteousness may be
obtained by sinful men, by faith.”3
“The sinner yields, repents, confesses,
and by faith claims Christ as his Saviour. The instant that is done, he is
accepted as a child of God. His sins
are all forgiven, his guilt is canceled,
he is accounted righteous, and stands
approved, justified, before the divine
law. This is righteousness by faith.”4
Daniels makes it clear that “the
knowledge of sin; not the deliverance
from sin” comes by the law.5 “This
wonderful truth [about justification
and righteousness] should be perfectly clear to every believer; and it
must become personal experience.”6
Other treasured books, such as Steps
to Christ and The Desire of Ages, document the historic Adventist commitment to righteousness by faith.
Visitors to current Adventist Sabbath
services or to evangelistic downlink
programs anywhere in the world are
not left in doubt about the centrality
of the cross in Adventist theology.
In Seventh-day Adventists Believe, a
widely circulated biblical exposition
of fundamental doctrines, appears
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this unequivocal declaration:
“In His infinite love and mercy
God made Christ, £who knew no sin,
to be sin for us, so that we might
become the righteousness of God in
Him’ (2 Cor. 5:21). Led by the Holy
Spirit we sense our need, acknowledge our sinfulness, repent of our
transgressions, and exercise faith in
Jesus as Lord and Christ, as Substitute and Example. This faith which
receives salvation comes through the
divine power of the Word and is the
gift of God’s grace. Through Christ
we are justified, adopted as God’s
sons and daughters, and delivered
from the lordship of sin. Through
the Spirit we are born again and
sanctified; the Spirit renews our
minds, writes God’s law of love in
our hearts, and we are given the
power to live a holy life. Abiding in
Him we become partakers of the
divine nature and have the assurance
of salvation now and in the judgment.”7
Despite the evidence cited, one
might conclude that evangelicals are
right about a crisis of identity in
Adventism; they just missed the date
by a century.
Directional Signals
Is there evidence that the identity
crisis charged to Adventism may be
found instead in a contemporary
evangelicalism? That a current doctrinal controversy is rooted in the
question of whether justification
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if it is to benefit us.”12
These evangelical theologians
correctly perceive that to minimize
the role of sanctification is to
destroy the purpose of justification.
The controversy in evangelicalism,
to put it bluntly, is over the distinction between costly grace and committed discipleship on the one hand,
and cheap grace and easy discipleship on the other. Inevitably, this
diluted gospel will impact the grassroots level of evangelical churches in
terms of ethics and morality

results in obedience to all Gods
commandments? Hear two theologians describe the crisis in evangelical ranks:
• John F. MacArthur, Jr., a prominent evangelical pastor and Bible
expositor, speaks of the erosion of
the gospel within evangelicalism:
“Sinners today hear not only that
Christ will receive them as they are,
but also that He will let them stay that
way!. . . Multitudes approach Christ
on those terms. . . . They have been
deceived by a corrupted gospel.”8
• Donald G. Bloesch, professor of
systematic theology at Dubuque
Theological Seminary:
“The contemporary church is in a
state of theological ferment.”9 Its
need: a “theology of evangelical devotion” to Christ. Hallmarks of that
devotion: (1) the believer being made
righteous, and (2) victorious living.
Says Bloesch:
“Devotion to Jesus Christ separates us from the world in its sin as
well as identifies us with the world in
its suffering. . . . Sanctification must
follow justification, since God makes
righteous those who He declares
righteous. . . . It is not the cross of
Christ so much as the power of the
risen Christ, the Spirit of Christ, that
needs to be given special attention
today.”10
Bloesch also speaks of the kingdom of God as the “remnant of the
faithful,”11 and says that “justification is to be fulfilled in sanctification

The Fatal Misunderstanding
If this were a courtroom, now
would be the time to call for the testimony of the martyred Dietrich
Bonhoeffer. Writing for a church
that had preached justification
through faith for over 400 years, he
said: “Cheap grace means the justification of sin without the justification of the sinner.”13 Speaking of
Luther’s return from the cloister to
the world, Bonhoeffer wrote:
“It is a fatal misunderstanding of
Luther s action to suppose that his
rediscovery of the gospel of pure
grace offered a general dispensation
from obedience to the command of
Jesus, or that it was a great discovery
of the Reformation that Gods forgiving grace automatically conferred
upon the world both righteousness
and holiness__ It was not the justification of sin, but the justification of
the sinner that drove Luther from the
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Notice the relationship of free forgiveness (grace) to the
obligation of discipleship (obedience) in Bonhoefferys understanding
of Luther. Sadly, followers of the great Reformer lost the revelation
of the costly grace of God; justification of the sinner in
the world degenerated into justification of sin and the world.

cloister back into the world__ In the
depth of his misery, Luther had
grasped by faith the free and unconditional forgiveness of all his sins.
That experience taught him that this
grace had cost him his very life, and
must continue to cost him the same
price day by day. So far from dispensing him from discipleship, this grace
only made him a more earnest disciple. When he spoke of grace, Luther
always implied as a corollary that it
cost him his own life, the life which
was now for the first time subjected to
the absolute obedience of Christ.
Only so could he speak of grace.
Luther had said that grace alone can
save; his followers took up his doctrine and repeated it word for word.
But they left out its invariable corollary, the obligation of discipleship__
[Luther] always spoke as one who had
been led by grace to the strictest following of Christ.”14

followers of the great Reformer lost
the revelation of the costly grace of
God; justification of the sinner in the
world degenerated into justification
of sin and the world. Cheap grace,
both Luther and Bonhoeffer saw,
does not produce discipleship. What
it has produced can be seen today
through the focus of evangelicalism
on such concerns as ecumenicity, resolution of social issues, and the
establishment politically of the kingdom of God on Earth.
Some in contemporary evangelical Christianity would have Adventists join in the preaching of cheap
grace and easy discipleship. This
kind of evangelicalism holds that
any consideration of sanctification/holiness is legalism, that sanctification is nothing more than getting
used to justification. With these
evangelicals, we have no fellowship.
Genuine faith, which comes from
above, always includes the desire to
obey. Without this element, the message of salvation is corrupted. According to Paul, the gospel is to be
obeyed (Rom. 6:17; 1 Thess. 1:8, 9).
John the Baptist taught that Jesus was

Invitation to the Dance
Notice the relationship of free forgiveness (grace) to the obligation of
discipleship (obedience) in Bonhoeffer s understanding of Luther. Sadly,
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Does our heavenly Father ask the impossible? Yes—so far as
human effort alone is concerned. But because God’s standards are,
indeed, beyond our reach, he graciously provides not only
faith to believe, but also all the resources of heaven to enable the
believer to follow him in faith and obedience.

because God’s standards are, indeed,
beyond our reach, he graciously provides not only faith to believe, but
also all the resources of heaven to
enable the believer to follow him in
faith and obedience. These resources
do not come to one who seeks only
the blessings of salvation, but to one
who submits also to the authority,
the Lordship, of Christ. Jesus as Saviour, yes! Jesus as Lord, no! But it is
in the very nature of sonship to
obey. Jesus was obedient to his
Father’s will, and Christians are to be
obedient to the will of their Lord.
Every sinner God justifies, he also
sanctifies. True saving faith results in
obedient living.

to be obeyed, for faith and obedience
were inseparable (Matt. 3:8; John
3:36). In the life of the early church,
faith and obedience were identical
twins (Acts 6:7). In the great faith
chapter, Hebrews 11, faith and obedience are inseparable. As far as the
Bible is concerned, obedience is proof
of faith and disobedience proof of
disbelief (see James 2:26). As one of
my Lutheran professors was fond of
saying, “Good works do not save you,
but their absence will damn you.”
Surely a Bible-oriented evangelical
should echo heavens “party line,”
and, as we note, John MacArthur
does: “Jesus characterizes true righteousness—the righteousness that is
born of faith (cf. Romans 10:6)—as
obedience not just to the letter of the
law, but to the spirit of the law as well
(Matthew 5:21-48)___Jesus sums up
the gauge of real righteousness in this
shocking statement from the Sermon
on the Mount: “‘Therefore you are to
be perfect, as your heavenly Father is
perfect’” (Matt. 5:48).15
Does our heavenly Father ask the
impossible? Yes—so far as human
effort alone is concerned. But

Keeping the Faith
Theologians seem to complicate
simple truths. But there is a preciseness in their presentation that may
distinguish between elusive truth and
subtle error. Thus they say: Those
whom God declares righteous (imputes righteousness) he makes righteous
(imparts
righteousness).
Though justification and sanctification are distinct theological concepts,
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they are united in experience. A person cannot have one without the
other. Only those who are justified
can be sanctified, and only those who
are being sanctified can rightly claim
to be justified. Believers certainly are
not justified because they are being
sanctified, but neither can they be
justified without being sanctified.
Digest the above paragraph and
you will know that it is not the person
who knows certain facts about Jesus
who will enter heaven, but the one
who “does the will of my Father.” An
outlaw will not enter heaven (see
Matthew 7:21-23, NIV). In his Christ
Our Righteousness, President Daniells
emphasized the faith that results in
new believers keeping the commandments of God: “They have experienced the marvelous change from
hating and transgressing the law of
God, to loving and keeping its righteous precepts. . . . This wondrous
transformation can be wrought out
only by the grace and power of God,
and it is wrought for those only who
lay hold of Christ as their substitute,
their surety, their Redeemer. Therefore, it is said that they ‘keep the faith
of Jesus/”16
Having experienced the blessings
of justification—regeneration, the
new birth, and canceled guilt—
believers should, said Daniells, “know
by victorious experience that they
have laid hold of, and are being kept
by, ‘the faith of Jesus,’ and that by this
faith they are empowered to keep the

commandments of God.”17
Daniels here echoes the 1888
message of righteousness by faith.
Being justified freely by the grace of
God in Christ, appropriating this
reality through faith, and being
empowered by this grace to obey
God’s commandments—here is the
core of the 1888 message, sent by
God, Adventists believe, to cure their
earlier drift into legalism. What
some contemporary evangelicals are
urging Adventists to abandon is
belief in the power of grace to transform the sinner into a faithful and
obedient child of God (see Ephesians 1:18-23; 3:14-21). To resist is,
too often, to be relegated to the
evangelical cult-heap.
A Story in Itself
I should not be surprised if the
reader concludes that I have an emotional stake in this alleged crisis of
identity. Indeed, I would be proud if
it comes through. First off, as a
Lutheran minister, I sought to continue the heritage of the Reformation. But within my own church, I
encountered the cheap grace that
Bonhoeffer identified and refuted as
a substitute for the costly grace of
Christ. So I have no difficulty identifying this substitute in evangelical
ranks of today.
Why I left the Lutheran ministry
for study at a Seventh-day Adventist
seminary is a story in itself. Here, I
shall simply credit the work of the
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Adventism retains that concept
and more: a God-given mandate to
restore the rejected biblical and
Reformation truth of justification/
righteousness. And, further, to set this
truth within the context of other
important truths such as the Sabbath,
the sanctuary ministry of Christ, his
return, and the message of judgment
in Daniel 8 and Revelation 14. This
biblical package, then, with its balanced view of law and gospel as part
of justification and righteousness
through faith, is to be presented without apology to the world.

Holy Spirit for directing me there. I
went, of course, with substantial doctrinal differences from Adventists.
But not, I was to find, on truths at the
heart of the gospel. In class after class,
I heard the saving faith of Christ and
the commandments of God set forth
as the two foci in the doctrines of
justification and righteousness
through faith. They were identified as
“the great truths of evangelical
Christianity,” rescued in 1888 and
placed within the larger framework of
other great truths entrusted to Seventh-day Adventists. Such was the
message I heard preached, taught,
and confessed during my years at the
Adventist theological seminary.
In fact, it was the balanced message of justification and sanctification
that made Adventism so challenging
and attractive to me going-on-30
years ago. It was, after all, the message
I had been preaching for 10 years
within my own denomination—no
longer appreciated, I’m sorry to say.
I’m glad to identify today with a
church in which justification/righteousness through faith is still fundamental. Why, then, so many charges
of legalism against Adventists? Much
criticism, I believe, is based on ignorance and prejudice. Also significant,
however, are changes within the evangelical fold that translate to unwillingness to accept the Lordship of
Christ and Christian obedience as
essential components of salvation
and discipleship.

The Identity Crisis Revisited
We have learned that Seventh-day
Adventists did, indeed, experience an
identity crisis, but it came more than
a century ago. In the Holy Spirits
design, it was to be met and corrected
by the message of 1888. It would be
nonsense to argue that every Adventist everywhere in the world accepted
that message, or even that the church
leaders of the day enthusiastically
endorsed it. Testimonies to church
leaders within the next decade document continued indifference. It may
be that some today have listened to
evangelical criticism for so long that
they have come to believe it to be an
accurate characterization of todays
Adventist Church. But in God’s order,
things have changed. The 75,000 nonAdventist ministers who receive Ministry magazine will find not one
smack of legalism in it. Nor could
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such be found in the current Adventist Review, the church paper; the
Signs of the Times, or any other
church authorized publication. The
same can be said of Adventist-sponsored radio and TV programs. I’ve
cited Arthur G. Daniels and Seventhday Adventists Believe on righteousness by faith, and my own experience
as a student in the Adventist seminary
and, later, as a professor in that seminary. Adventism remains true to the
everlasting gospel.
But other churches that once
could say that can say it no more.
What is necessary to keep the
Adventist Church true to its balanced scriptural heritage?
Evangelical author Samples has
ventured an answer:
“If Seventh-day Adventism is
going to be blessed of the Lord, its
identity must come from a fidelity to
the everlasting gospel. . . . May it not
be said that Seventh-day Adventism is
more sure of its denominational distinctives than it is of the gospel.”18
Words well said. We can thank
God for evangelical friends who are
faithful to Gods Word. However, the
way things are going in evangelical
communions as well as in the historical denominations, Adventists soon
may have to rank the biblical nuances of justification and sanctification among its gospel distinctives.
Samples is right that a true identity,
whether in Adventist or other communions, must come from fidelity
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to the everlasting gospel. I believe
that fidelity characterizes today’s
Adventist Church. It will continue in
tomorrow’s church only so long as
its members treasure the Holy Spirit
inspired message and mission that
have made it a powerful spiritual
force in the world.
□
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